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INVITATIONS                                        Luke 14:1, 7-14
-     a sermon by Mel Williams
-     Watts Street Baptist Church
-     29 September 2004 (Christian Education Sunday)
 
Recently I heard a story about a man who was shipwrecked and stranded on a deserted island all by himself.  He had been there for ten years.  To occupy his time and make himself feel at home, he built a little town, like the town back home, with a variety of buildings.  Finally someone arrived to rescue him.  After being alone for so long, he gladly welcomed the rescuer, and he said, “Let me show you around the little town I’ve built.  He said, “Here is the bank, there’s the drug store, this is the grocery story.  Here is a church, and there across the street is another church.    The man said, “Wait a minute.  You’re the only one here.  Why two churches?”   He said, pointing to the church across the street, “Oh, that’s the church I used to belong to.”  
 
I heard another version of the same story with the man saying, “Oh, I’d never go to that church.”
 
Churches can be odd.  Sometimes we want to belong, and sometimes we keep our distance.  What makes us want to belong?  We could probably make a long list of needs that bring us here.  From our experience and from the biblical witness, we can say that the primary reason we come here is that we’ve been invited.
 
It’s fascinating that most of Jesus’ ministry was about making invitations.  He invited people to follow him.  He invited people to hear the good news of God’s love.  He invited people to receive his nurture and healing.
 
We are followers of Jesus.  Our job as a church is to continue Jesus’ ministry--- the ministry of invitation.  In short, our mission is hospitality.  Our job is to make sure that every individual, even the one who is stranded on some isolated island, receives an invitation to this church--- come to the table, the banquet feast that is served in this church.
 
This is Christian Education Sunday, and I submit that Christian education begins with hospitality.  Throughout the Bible hospitality is a central and noble tradition.  Christian education for us begins when we get serious about inviting people into the circle of love that is here.  If we want to get serious about following Jesus and learning to be disciples, we begin by being an inviting, hospitable people.
 
Let me say it again.  The main reason people come to this church—or to any church is not because of the pastor or the beautiful music or the building or the program.   Research about churches has shown that the primary reason people come is because somebody in the congregation invited them.
 
Where did we get this idea of inviting, this invitation business?  I suspect it started with Jesus.  He was always inviting people to come into his circle.  He provided hospitality for a great variety of people--- people like rich Zaccheus and a poor man who was brought to Jesus on a stretcher.  Jesus invited and welcomed all kinds of people—the blind, the lame, the strangers, the foreigners, women, children, rich and poor.  He had a great capacity to invite people and to accept them, even when they were vastly different from each other.  
 
Jesus created a space, as Henri Nouwen has said, a space where all kinds of people could be at home—the woman on the streets, the beggar, the children.  By his very nature, Jesus invited people to come into the circle of his love.  He was an inviting person.
 
That’s our job too.  The job of a learning community is to invite people into the circle of learning, to invite people to come here with questions—about God, Jesus, and the spiritual life.  We come here as eager students, with questions.  I remember a story about a famous physicist who was asked what led him to make so many discoveries in his work.  He said, “When I was in the third and fourth grade, I would come home from school and mother would greet me at the door with the same words every day:  “Izzy, did you ask any good questions today?”   
 
As the poet Rilke said, “Love the questions until you live your way into the answers.”  My hope for Watts Street is that we invite people here to love the questions as we live our way into the answers.
 
When we come here, we come to learn, to grow in faith.  We come here to stretch in our capacity to welcome God.  And this is the primary invitation we extend--- we invite God into our lives.  We come here to search for God and to discern how God is speaking to us.  The very search for God means that God has already created us with a yearning for God.  When some member of this church invites us to come here, that invitation taps into the yearning that exists in all of us.
 
To put it in youthful terms, we invite people here to “hang out with us.”
When we hang out together, as church, we invite each other and God to hang out with us.
 
Some of you have heard me mention Robert Frost, the poet, who used to spend a month each year on the campus of Amherst College.  He was there to be available for students to talk to him.  One evening, Frost was visiting a fraternity house, and a student asked him:  “Mr. Frost, what is the best course of study to take, to get the best education?”  After a pause, Frost smiled and said, “It doesn’t make any difference.  Take anything you want to.  After awhile you either catch on or you don’t.  You can’t do anything but hang around.  Take whatever course you want to take until the spirit touches you.”
 
Today on this Christian Education Sunday, we invite each other to hang around, hang out here with God and each other, until the Spirit touches us.
 
So may it be. Amen.
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